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1. Introduction

Chara or s'aira is one of the least-known Omotic languages spoken in Kefa
administrative region. The Chara live in Ch'och'a area scattered in three dif-
ferent villages: geba a meSa, buna anta and kumba. Chara population is esti-
mated about 7,000.

2. Phonology

2.1 Consonants

stops
v dp b d g
vl b t K /??
cjective p' t' k'
implosive b' (d")
Fricatives [f] S 3 h
Affricates .
vd J
vl ts tf
ejective s' tf'
Nasals m n [n]
Lateral 1
Trill r
Semi-vowel w y

In the phonemic inventory of the Chara language ten stops /b ,p',b', d, t, t', g, k,
k', 7/, four fricatives /f, s, 8, h/, five affricates /ts, §', j, tf, tf"/, two nasals /m, n/, a
lateral /1/, a trill /t/, and two semi-vowels /w, y/, altogether 25 consonants are
found. The phonemic inventory presented here differs from Cerulli’s article pub-
lished in 1938. The alveolar implosive /d'/, which is included in Cerulli’s

IAn earlier version of this report appeared as “Some Notes on the Chara Language: sound
system and noun morphology,” Survey of Little-know Languages of Ethiopia (S.L.L.E.)
Linguistic Report 32, July 1995. Addis Ababa: Institute of Ethiopian Studies and Summer
Institute of Linguistics.

2The underscored space indicates missing data.

3This estimation was given by Alemayehu Ambo, a contact person between the Chara and the
government officials in the area.



phonemic inventory has been found only once alternating with the glottalized al-
veolar stop /t'/: [jold'a] [jolt'a] ‘crooked’. The bilabial implosive /b'/, which has
not been mentioned in Cerulli’s inventory, occurs at least in five lexical items
and is considered as a distinctive phoneme in this study. The voiced alveopalatal
fricative [3] is extremely rare. Only two items consisting of [3] have been found
out of around 550 lexical items. In both cases [3] occurs word medially following
the vowel /i/ and preceding /a/. In Cerulli’s analysis [p] and [f] are also consid-
ered two distinctive phonemes. But my data shows that the two consonants are in
free variation.

Moreover, Cerulli has included two more consonants /n/ and /y/, which he
refers to as ‘dei fonimi con occulsions glottale’ and occur intervocalically in
one item each: to:ya ‘foot’, sindn ‘nose’. In my data the semivowel /y/ occurs
preceded by a glottal stop: /to?ya/ or compensatory lengthening the vowel /o/
after deleting the glottal stop: /to:ya/. The comparison of the two items con-
taining /n/ in Cerulli’s data with the corresponding items in my own shows
that /n/ occurs before a glottalized alveolar stop /t'/: sindn vs. sint'a. In the sec-
ond item the glottal release /n/ of Cerulli corresponds to the glottal stop in my
material: nanza vs. na?a ‘child’.

Another difference is the occurrence of the alveolar implosive stop /d'/.
Comparison of the items which contain /d'/ in Cerulli’s material shows corre-
spondence with /t'/ in my vocabulary list: hayd' vs. hayt' ‘listen’, wod' vs. wot'
‘kill’. The ommision of the voiceless glottalized stop /p'/ in Cerulli’s phone-
mic inventory is difficult to explain. Eleven lexical items have been found
containing /p'/ in my vocabulary list. This discrepancy may be attributed to di-
alectal variation in the Chara language.

Another consonant which has not been included in Cerulli’s phonemic in-
ventory is the bilabial implosive stop /b'/. In my list /b'/ occurs in five lexical
items.

2.2 Vowels

Chara has a five vowel system /i, e, a ,u, o/. The short and long vowels are
minimally contrastive.

Examples:
mola  ‘fish’ buna  ‘flower’
mo:la  ‘egg’ buma ‘coffee’
masa  ‘to wash’

ma:sa leopard’



The mid central vowel [4] seems an allophone of /a/, and it occurs at word
medial position when the syllable is unstressed.

Examples:
zdakkd  ‘elephant’ bak'a ‘to slap’
bala ‘forehead’ tama “fire’
mirgd  ‘fence’

The language allows two or three clusters in word medial and final posi-
tions. The alveolar sonorants /n, 1, r/ occur most frequently as first members

of clusters. Clusters with the stops /t, t', k, k', ?/, the nasals /n, m/, and the alve-
olar fricative /s/ as second members are relatively more frequent than the
other phonemes. Three consonant sequences (CCC) with the last member /n/,
/s/, or /t/ occur in root morphemes or across a morpheme boundary.

Examples:
doklsa  ‘circumcize’ p'irk'na  ‘open’
aStna ‘hide!” go_nti4 ‘pick (pl.)V’

Three consonant sequences (clusters) with the last member as /1/ are also
found in root nouns.

Examples:
funtra ‘naked’
antra ‘peas’

2.3 Suprasegmental

At the present state of my analysis, Chara seems to be a stress language.
The following examples illustrate that stress is phonemic in the language.

bak'a ‘empty’
woya ‘to come’
bak'a ‘to slap’
woya ‘wolf’

4The underscored space indicates missing data.



2.4 Morphophonemics
2.4.1 Assimilation

In Chara, assimilation may take place across a morpheme boundary. A
morpheme-initial nasal assimilates its point of articulation to that of a preced-
ing consonant. This consonantal process is usually observed when the singu-
lar imperative morpheme {-na} is suffixed to verbs.

Examples:  /hayt'-na/ — [hayt'na]  ‘listen!’
to listen-imp.

/n'ada-na/ — [p'adna]  ‘stabl’
to stab-imp.

/K'era-na/ —  [K'erra] ‘circle!”
to circle-imp.

/bona-na/ — [boppa/  dance!’
to dance-imp.

/dub-na/ — [dubma] = ‘hit!’
to hit-imp.
/usa-na/ — [uSsa] ‘drink!”

to drink-imp.
/sunk'a-na — [sunk'pa] ‘kiss!’

/boka-na/ —  [bokna] ‘throw!”



3. Noun Morphology
3.1 Noun Inflection

Chara nouns are inflected for gender, number, definiteness, case, and pos-
sessive. The inflections are expressed through suffixes, except for the posses-
sive which is always marked by prefixes.

3.1.1 Gender
Gender is usually expressed by using distinctive lexical items.

Examples:

mansa ‘ox 2isi ‘older brother/uncle’

miya ‘cow’ mitfa ‘older sister’

There are a few items in which I found the masculine noun marked by the
suffix -7, and the feminine noun by -a:

Examples:
gesi ‘younger brother’  izi ‘he’
gesa ‘younger sister’ iza ‘she’

3.1.2 Number

Chara singular nouns are unmarked for number. The plural is expressed by
suffixing -e:ndi to singular nouns.

Examples:
Singular  Plural

3 E}

0X mansa manse:ndi
‘cow’ miya miye:ndi
‘mother’ ina ine:mndi

Adjectives which are treated in this analysis as a class of substantives are
inflected for number.



Examples: Singular  Plural
‘white’  dala dale:ndi
‘black”  karta karte:ndi

3.1.3 Definiteness

Definiteness is designated by attaching the morpheme na:zi for the mascu-
line singular nouns and -ena for the feminine ones. The morpheme na:zi also
means ‘the male/man’.

3

mansa ox’ mansana:zi ‘the ox’

3

miya cow’ miyena ‘the cow’

Adjectives are marked for definiteness by the suffix -bi for masculine and
-ena (which is identical with the feminine noun’s definite marker) for
feminine.

dala ‘white’ karta ‘black’
dalabi  ‘the white (masc.)”  kartabi  ‘the black (masc.)’
dalena  ‘the white (fem.)’ kartena  ‘the black (fem.)’

Plural nouns or adjectives are not marked for definiteness.
3.1.4 Case

The cases found are nominative, accusative, dative, genitive, ablative, in-
strumental, and vocative.

The nominative case marker is -i:
kemmeti polisene wot'isen
‘Kemeto was killed by a policeman’

The accusative is indicated by the suffix -is or -s.
izi kan-is  wot'i§

he dog-Acc. kill-past
‘he killed a dog’



10

kemet-i ta-s  gas'is
Kemeto-Nom. I-Acc. hit-past
‘Kemeto hit me’

As shown in the above examples, -is occurs following a consonant and -s
occurs following a vowel.

The dative case is marked by the suffix -(i)ri.

tazne ganayen-ri atfa ebam-i§
we  old woman-Dat. meat take-past
‘we took meat to the old woman’

na?-t'a:ze mans-iri dara im-is
boy-Def. ox-Dat. sorghum give-past
‘the boy gave sorghum to ox’

The genitive is marked by -e.
aklil-e dorsa
Aklilu-Gen. horse
‘Aklilu’s horse’

kan-e atf'a
dog-Gen. tooth
‘dog’s tooth’

If there is no possessed noun, the morpheme -7 follows the possessor noun
and the genitive case marker -e.

aklileri ~ ‘Aklilu’s’
kaneri ‘dog’s’

Ablative is indicated by -kay.

izi mizan-k'ay woy-is
he Mizan-Abl. come-past
‘he came from Mizan’

iza keti-k'ay  kes-is
she house-Abl. get out-past
‘she got out from the house’
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The instrumental case morpheme is -ne.

izi kats-en  gas'-i§
he stick-Inst. hit-past
‘he hit with a stick’

ats-ena tazy-en ha:mila
person-Def.(fem) foot-Inst. went
‘the woman went by foot’

The vocative case marker is -o.
ta-?iso
my-brother-Voc.
‘oh! my brother (older)’

ta-bazb-o
my father-Voc.
‘oh! my father’

3.2 Adjectives

Like nouns, all adjectives end with the vowel /a/ and are inflected for number,
definiteness, plurality, and case. In noun phrases, adjectives precede the head
noun they modify, but show no agreement in gender, number, definiteness, or
case. The following are typical adjectives of Chara.

dala ‘white’ dale:ndi ‘whites’

dalabi ‘the red (masc.)’ dale:na ‘the red (fem.)’

dale mansa hayis  ‘the white ox dale miyena hayi§ ‘the white cow
died’ died’

3.3 Pronouns
3.3.1 Independent Pronouns

Singular  Plural

Ist tani no:ne/nuni
2nd ne:ni int{
3rd masc. izi itsendi

fem. iza
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3.3.2 Possessive Pronouns

tareri ‘mine’
nereri ‘yours’
izeri ‘his’

3.3.3 Wh-Pronouns

o:
oine

o:ne nat'azis gas'iSeri

0o:s

o:s koytobi

oireri

o: kane

amesi
am hamobi

ama:bi

ama:bis mansa koytobi

amena
amena miya koytobi

aize
a:ze

na:zi a: ebamenne

a:mata

amata wo:?onne

airara

ta-miya ‘my cow’
ne-miya  ‘your cow’
izd-miya  ‘his cow’
‘who?’
‘who is?’
‘who hit the boy?’
‘whom?’

‘whom do you want?’

‘whose?’
‘whose dog is it?’

‘where?’
‘where are you going?’

‘which (masc.)?’
‘which ox do you want?’

‘which (fem.)?’
‘which cow do you want?’

‘what?’
‘what is?’

‘what did the man take?’

‘when?’

‘when did you come?’

‘how?’



arrara hayenne

axsiri

aisiri woryenne

arare/ambitse

arare/ambitse waga
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‘how did he die?’

‘why?’
‘why did you come?’

‘how much?’
‘how much is the price?’

4. The S.L.L.E. 320-Item Word List of Chara

hair (of head)
head
forehead
ear

hear!
mouth
blow!
whistle!
sing!
dance!
drum

lip

tooth
tongue
saliva
sweat
chin
beard
nose
smell (v)
eyebrow
eye

see
weep
tear (of eye)

kisna?
to:ya
béla
wéiya
hayt'na
no:na
fig-na
s6zt'-
botf-s
t65/1'6%
kilal
no:na
atf'a
?ins'ila
tfuda
tf'oyd/tf'owéa
biitfa
s'ara
sint'u
sink'-
de:ma
ampa
bé?-
yép-
as'ida
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neck
shoulder
breast
belly
navel
guts
back
buttocks
knee
elbow
foot
sandals
thigh
hand
forearm
fingernail
skin
bone
heart
blood
liver
bush
thorn
tree

axe
bark of tree
root
leaf
rope
basket
seed
harvest
machete
hoe

dig

borka

géla
t'dma/d'ama
?imna

gutla
?ims'ila/ma:ye k'itf'a
téanta
t'usa/d'usa
k'uma
k'asna/usna
tarya

Sabra
durma
kutfa

mut'a
$'tigna
gonga
merta
ma:ya

stiita

ma:ya
gérma
a:ma

mitsa

kélta
génga/gurla
s'ab'a

wiya
garda
k'artf'a
dik'a
gbsa/énta
maésa péda
gasta

gos-



plant
maize
tobacco
grass
weed
flower
fruit
ripe
rotten
meat
cut
steal
give
fat
cgg
hide
hungry
cook
eat!
drink!
cup
gourd
laugh
vomit
cough
spit!
sneeze
sick
fall
die
grave
fool
one
two
three

15

tég-

balké

timba?

diya

kiya

guna

aba

k'as'-, ek'k'asis /yabéassild/
wok'a

atfa

tink-

wik'-, wiik'a (N)
?in

kiwa

mo:la

atf-

gépa

katsa

na-na

ds-5a

kiibaya (Amh.)
go:za

mitf'-

tf'6%a

ontfa

tf'ad-

yéd'irs-

bérs-

wot'-

hay-

duk'-

arkay (think-there is no)
issd

nanta

eizd
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four obda
five utf'a

six sapma
seven lapma
eight nandirsi
nine bitfa

ten tansa
twenty nanténsa
hundred s'éita
man atsa
think! élk'-na
wife komta
marry wost-
wedding diggisa (Amh.)
bear gét-
woman masné
father ba:bi
say! di?en
mother ?ina

ask 6tf'-
child néza

brother (older) i8i
brother (younger) geSa

walk s'alm-

run! wos'-

rest 36yt-

sister inena/mitfa
teach tamars-
chief tkura/tata (balabat)
God yéiri

name suma

animal gé:za

fur gé:za kisna
hunter adan (Amh.)

hunt kotnham-i$



pig

tail

bat
louse
ant
worm
fly
spider
termite
termite hill
honey bee
bechive
honey
goat
horn
cow
donkey
hit
chicken
bird
claw
wing
feather
fly

nest
snake
rat

kill

fish
scorpion
fishnet
swim
frog
thread
sew

gitna
s'éra
tntaga
tf'utf'a
k'a:tf'a
dink'a
ds'la
fitsila
olta
olta ké:ta
mas'a
baza
2é:sa
goséa
Gsa
miya
kira
gas'-
dira
kéfa
$igna
k'dsa
kisna
wol-
kafa ké:ta (Literally, house of a bird)
$6%a
us'a
wot'-
mola
k'ongdk
dapa
wit'-
gobra
maéataba
dad-

17
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tie
crocodile
fear
buffalo
monkey
leopard
cat
hyena
dog
listen
bark (N)
bark (V)
come
bite
banana
want
count!
take!
hold!
path (foot road)
house
door
sweep!
enter
exit

stool
make (N)
sit!

stand
salt

pot

fire

burn

hot

cold (air)

tuts-
gura
?2itf'-
gasa
?4ysa
ma:sa
s'tira
wilaza
kana
hayt'-
gonga
kiit-
woy-
sés'-
mitza
kéyt-
pad-
?2ébam-
ob-
ta:ya buka
ké:ta
furkata
Zir-
Kk'ar-
kéz-
$akama
kita
kalm-ne/utna
a$-ne/neyt'na
jeiga
ota
tama
mitf'-
k'és'-
tf'alka



cold (water)
smoke
ashes
stick
stone
smooth
earth
mud
clay
sand
dust
gold
silver
money
buy!
sell!
market
mountain
wind
cloud
rain
rainbow
lightning
thunder
dew
river
canoe
bridge
water
well of water
hot

lake

sky
night
moon

19

satfa
tf'dya
bénda
katsa
sutfa
$ipa
dik'a
tola
ota
amsa
kérda
ansa
bira
Satfa
k'6ssa
k'6ssa
gédba
mu:ta
tfdiba
tigna
irra
pupus/wéskis
da:da
zilma
k'a:$4
ko:ba
génga
hatfa
as'a
a:se dotfa Sitfa {minc'}
k'ts'ab
salma
sa:ka
tnta
déza
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star
sun
white
black
red
green
yellow
brown
knife
sharp
dull
bow
arrow
spear
throw
shield
war
fight
bad
good
wide
narrow
straight
crooked
long
short
big
small
thick
thin
heavy
light
old
new
all

woéntfeta
oya

dala

karta

ziiwa [z"a]
tf'ila
tétf'dra
ziiwabat{'a
maésa

kara

mola

moiga
lawda
me:ta

kos-

gasa

ésta

tf'adit-
gantfa

6nsa

a:ga
s'ip'a/jizma (thin)
iskodar
j6lt'a/jéld'a
b'dda/b'ad'a
k'éyna
mé:sa

gutsa

dus'a

jiima

ba:ya
ké:sa/kd2sa
géana

ka:ya

fitta



none
left
right
yes

no

hard
soft
many
few

up
down
this
that
who?
whose?
what?
when?
yesterday
where?
here
how?
why?
clothing
wet

dry
dirty
garbage
pour!
empty
full
bathe
lie
yawn
sleep

I

kayay
adira
ttfira
?a:

éri kaye
mina
Supa
borda
gitsa
béliyu
torra
haribe
sékn/sékdn
e
ariwan
aize
amita
zina
amne
ami
ara
assiri
méyta
tf'ila
ké:la
gantfa

84k’
ké:la
s'os'a
mas
gétik-
80K '-
giz-
tani

21
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you néni
he izi

she iza

we nuni
you (pl.) inti
they itsendi
push! t'ark'-
pull! géz-
jump t'6l-
road boka
fence marga
gate keld (Ambh.)
all dréri
scratch k'atf'-
and -ne

at -n

g0 ham-
know ar-
other yékari
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